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TEMPORARY END TO DROUGHT
By Nancy J. Harte 
UM Information Services
MISSOULA--
Drought being felt by Montana this winter should begin to end by 1978, a geology 
professor and climatologist at the University of Montana in Missoula has predicted.
Nine years ago, while teaching at the University of California at Santa Barbara,
Dr. Robert R. Curry predicted that winters in the western United States would be progressively 
drier until 1977. He was right.
Now, in Montana, Curry has used the same techniques to predict that Montana's weather 
will be getting somewhat wetter for the next five years or so.
Curry uses a computer in analyzing old weather records to determine if there are patterns 
of wet and dry periods that occur through the years.
Curry got the idea of using a computer for weather analysis from the General Electric 
Company, which used computers to analyze the stock market. Curry was allowed to use the 
G.E. computer for his weather studies, so he began to put his information about weather into 
the computer.
Curry used information from old weather records kept by missionaries, writers of mining 
camp newspapers and letters, along with physical records of the weather such as the changing 
patterns of tree rings, to feed into the computer.
Through his studies in California, Curry discovered that certain weather patterns do 
seem to exist. After coming to UM in 1969 and studying the weather of Montana, he found that 
the same patterns apply to Montana weather and, in fact, probably to most of the western 
United States.
more
As Curry explains it, two basic patterns are shown by historical record analysis. A 
short, 15-year cycle of wet and dry weather is superimposed over a longer cycle of about 60 
to 70 years. On the shorter cycle, the western United States experiences a wet spell every 
15 years or so. Midway between the wet spells are dry periods that also occur every 15 years. 
At the same time, the western United States is affected by wet and dry spells that occur 
alternately every 60 years or so.
In the early 70s, Montana had the "wettest weather in 100 years," Curry said, because 
from about 1971 to 1973 both the 15- and 60-year cycles peaked at the wettest point of their 
cycles. In contrast, he said that about 40 years ago, at the bottom of the longer cycle, 
when the weather is driest, the western United States experienced the Dust Bowl of the late 
30s.
Montana is now heading "up" or getting wetter on the 15-year cycle. At the same time, 
it is drifting "down," or getting drier, on the 60-year cycle, Curry explained. This means 
that although the weather will be getting wetter until the next peak of the 15-year cycle in 
about 1985, the peak will not be as high as the peak in the early 1 9 7 0’s when Montana was at 
the height of the 60-year cycle as well.
After the peak wet year about 1985, the weather will again get drier each year until the 
driest point in the cycle is reached about 15 years from now (about 1992), Curry said. The 
weather in Montana will be even drier at that point 15 years from now than it is this year, 
he explained, because Montana also is heading toward drier weather on the long-term cycle of 
60 years.
Montana will hit the driest part of the 60-year cycle in about the year 2000, when dust 
bowl conditions probably will return, Curry said. He said he could not predict if the weather 
then would be more or less severe than the previous Dust Bowl, the last time the 60-year 
cycle was at its lowest point.
But in the short run, Curry said he is "more optimistic" than most climatologists that 
the western United States will not head into dust bowl conditions in the next few years.
Based on Montana predictions, the West should have a recurring cycle of wet and dry years, 
with each cycle becoming less wet and more dry until about 2000, when the climate should 
be getting wetter again.
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Curry said that Montana has "remarkable" weather predictability because of several 
factors: the state is inland where it is not affected by highly variable weather caused
by factors such as ocean winds and large bodies of water; the weather is "highly cyclic," 
so it follows easily predictable patterns; good historical records of weather are kept in 
Montana, and the state is "clean," or not subject to great changes through urbanization.
"Montana is the best place in the northwestern continent to study weather patterns," 
Curry said. People who lived in some of the old forts throughout Montana kept good 
records of how much rain and snow fell, he said. Using the computer at UM, Curry has been 
able to document weather patterns in Montana by using information on weather from as long 
ago as 1879.
If more information about weather is fed into the computer, even more accurate 
predictions about M o n t a n a’s weather can be made, Curry said. Right now, Curry says he can 
predict the weather within about 20 percent accuracy. Curry says that means his predictions 
are correct four out of five times or that his predictions about the precipitation, for 
example, in a specific year will be correct within 20 percent.
Because Montana has trees and geological records that have remained unaffected by 
people, pollution or other changes in the environment for more that 100 years, Curry 
said he eventually can increase his accuracy.
By studying tree rings, for example, Curry is able to see patterns of wet and dry 
spells over hundreds of years. Since the W e s t’s environment has remained more stable 
over the years than the eastern United Sta t e s’ environment, weather prediction can be 
more accurate in the West than the East, Curry explained. The larger population and 
constant environmental changes of the East make weather records, which go back to about 
1776, unreliable, he added.
Although weather predictions by using computers to analyze patterns of wet and dry 
years cannot be as accurate in the East as in the West, Curry said some predictions about 
the weather in the East can be made based on studies of weather in the West.
-more-
UM CLIMATOLOGIST FORECASTS--page 4
"The short-term weather variations are usually the opposite in one half on the United 
States compared with the other half," Curry explained. "When i t’s wet in the West, i t’s 
usually dry in the East, and when i t’s dry in the West, it's wet in the East."
Curry noted that while the West is experiencing drought this year, the eastern part 
of the nation has had a wet year, with lots of snow.
Although his prediction technique is not as accurate as some forecasting methods, 
such as measuring the amount of snowpack in the mountains, Curry said that, unlike other 
techniques, his method can be used for long-range weather forecasting.
"With this method I can predict what the weather will be like in the year 2000 just 
as accurately as I can predict what the weather will be next year," Curry said. "The 
snowpack method just tells you.* what next season's runoff will be."
Curry hopes that eventually the computer weather analysis technique can be used 
worldwide to predict climate. If one country is going to have a dry year, for example, 
other nations could then grow more food to make up for the loss of food production in the 
country with a bad year, he said.
While computer-based predictions could be useful for international forecasting, they 
could also be important to people on a smaller scale. Curry said the technique may 
someday become so well-developed that weather for a very particular area could be 
predicted. Based on predictions made from computer analysis, local ski areas, for 
example, could plan ahead for good or bad years insofar as snow depth is concerned.
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